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CARL ELVING 

INTERVIEWED BY EDWARD F. .& GERTA SONBERG 

AUGUST 1983 

ROCKLIN HISTORICAL SOCIETY 

..... .(Started in mid sentence) 

By the time I was born, why everybody was Finnish, you know, 

My mother was Finnish. 

"So YOU WERE BORN IN FINLAND?" 

Yeah, that's right, yeah- 

"WlLL YOU TELL US WHERE YOU WERE BORN?" 

In i , , , Finland. 

"What kind of community is that?" 

It's a city about 22,000, 23,000 people, 

"What made you come to the United States?" 

It was kind of turmoil times in Europe, First, World War I was 

GOING ON. I HAD AN AUNT FROM CANADA, SHE WANTED ME TO COME 
WITH HER, I WAS TAKING CARE OF PACKING AND STUFF, SHE HAD 
TWO KIDS AND NEEDED SOMEBODY TO LOOK AFTER THEM; HER SUITCASES 
AND THINGS, On MY FATHER'S SIDE I'M SWEDISH. 

"DO YOU REMEMBER THE NAME OF THE SHIP THAT YOU CAME ACROSS ON?" 

Yeah, Bergenfjord, I took it from Oslo, Norway, 


"What year was this?" 
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1917,, in December, 


"HOW DID YOU GET MONEY TO COME TO THIS COUNTRY?" 

I GOT IT FROM MY AUNT, SHE BOUGHT ME A TICKET, 

"Did you have to pay it off?" 

Yeah, I paid it off as soon as I was able to pay it, It 
took me about two years, 

"This was just before the war, it was while the war was going 
on? Was there anything in your family that you could say, 
well, this is what happened during the war to my family that 
you would care to tell on the tape?" 

Nothing happened while I was there but I lost my sister in 
the Civil War 1918, She died in the Civil War, 

"Did anything happen on the way across? That was a terrible 

TIME TO BE SAILING," 

I KNOW. WE WENT WAY UP NORTH FROM OSLO. THERE WERE U BOATS 

in the North Sea so I guess we went north of Iceland, It 
took us about eleven-and-a-half days,, that was a fast ship, 

It went such a long route because of all the U boats, 

"Where did you land in the new world?" 

In Ellis Island in New York, 

"Was there anything at all that happened to you during the time 

THAT YOU WERE AT ELLIS ISLAND?" 



NO, NOTHING HAPPENED THERE, I GOT THERE EARLY IN THE MORNING, 

That afternoon a ferry boat took us to New York and we got on 

A TRAIN, 

"Did you speak any English at that time?" 

NO, not a word, 

"What about your aunt?" 

She spoke a little of it, It was her second time, We went 
to Canada first, I was there two years. 

"Is that where you learned to speak English?" 

I don't speak it right yet, 

"Oh, yes you do," 

I learned some there and some here, 

"Did you have anything happen to you because you had difficulty 
with English?" 

No, I never had any trouble at all, I've been lucky that way, 
I've never been bashful, see, that's one thing that was in 

MY FAVOR, 

"Did you ever take any school classes or anything?" 

No, BUT I was reading dictionaries all the time, about four 
inches thick, 
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"Would you tell us about some of your work in Canada?" 

I worked mostly in the lumber camps, By the way, I visited 
that Malcom Island you mentioned to Mr, Wilson, I was over 

THERE THREE MONTHS. WORKING IN THE LOGGING CAMP, 

"What is the concept of that island?" 

Well, it's supposed to be some kind of community affair, got 
THE WHOLE ISLAND FROM THE CANADIAN GOVERNMENT , , , , 

They brought in these Finns. 

"Finnish men and women?" 

Families and single people, 

"Do you remember anything of your experiences up there on 

THE ISLAND?" 

They had dances there, They had a hall there, store and a 
hail, that's about all, and the school, that's all they had, 

"What made you decide to come back into the United States?" 

Well, if you've ever been in Canada, it's not so hot, I kind 
of figured , , , (multiple voices) 

"When did you come to live in the United States?" What kind 
of work did you do?" 

I went to Deluth and I worked in the lumber camps as a lumber 

JACK, 
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"Did you ever marry?" 


Yeah, I've been married, 

"Would you tell us about your wife, her name?" 

I got married in 1934 in Reno, I was married until 1975. I1y 
wife passed away, We were married 41 years, 

"What was her name?" 

Hannah, 

"Was she Finnish?" 

Yeah, 

"Tell me, did you become a citizen?" 

Yes. 

"Was there any particular reason you wanted to become a citizen?" 

I KIND OF FIGURED ON STAYING HERE WHEN I CAME SO I FIGURED IT 
WOULD BE BEST, 

"HOW MUCH CONTACT HAVE YOU HAD WITH FINLAND THROUGH THE YEARS?" 

First four years I was writing all the time and sent money and 

THEN I KIND OF SLACKED OFF AND I DIDN'T WRITE FOR ABOUT 30 YEARS, 
In THE FIFTIES I STARTED WRITING, 
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"Do YOU STILL WRITE?" 


Yeah, 

"Do YOU HAVE ANY FAMILY OVER THERE?" 

Yeah, I got a sister and that's all, 

"Did you ever get a change to go back?" 

No. 

"Do you take any Finnish newspapers?" 

Yeah, I take one, it's a woman's paper . 

"So you still speak and read Finnish?" 

You got to be perfect in some language, you know. 

I'm not so good in English, 

"Would you tell us the kind of work you had in Finland before 
you came to the United States?" 

I worked in the paper mill there, driving a horse, hauling wood, 

"I understand that the lumber camps in Minnesota and so forth 
were pretty rough places." 

Sure, that's right, 
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"Can you tell us a story?" 


I don't KNOW, SOME OF THE CAMPS I WORKED AT HAD 200 MEN, HAD 
ABOUT 60 MEN IN EACH BUNKHOUSE, THEY HAD THOSE BEDS, ONE ON 
TOP OF THE OTHER, TWO MEN SLEPT TOGETHER ALL THE TIME, That's 
THE WAY IT GOES, 

"What kind of food did you get?" 

Food wasn't very good, no butter and no eggs and a lot of beans, 
"Well, you got a breakfast?" 

Oh yeah, we was eating all the time, That was out in the sticks, 
you know, 40-50 miles from nowhere, 

"Did they bring food to you?" 

They had a railroad, they took logs every day, hauling a whole 
trainload of them, to the sawmills from the camp, 

"What kind of pay did you get to begin with?" 

It wasn't much, it was so much a month and you had to work 26 

DAYS TO MAKE A MONTH, It WAS ABOUT $60 A MONTH AT THE FIRST 
JOB I HAD, In THE EARLY TWENTIES IT WAS ABOUT $26 A MONTH; 

A dollar a day and board, There wasn't any money to be made 

THERE, 

"How long did you stay with that kind of work?" 
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Not long, A couple of years, I used to work on the buildings 

IN THE SUMMERTIME, I MADE MORE MONEY THERE, THESE CAMPS ONLY 
OPERATE WHEN THERE IS SNOW ON THE GROUND. 

"These buildings that you worked on, what kind of buildings 

WERE THEY?" 

When I worked in Deluth there were brick buildings, I was helping 

BRICK LAYERS. 

"This must have been about what year?" 

1920 

"Was there any kind of union at that time?" 

No, no unions at all, 

"Did you ever join a union?" 

Oh yes, later on, 

"Did you ever take any leadership in your union?" 

No, I never did, 

"What about, have you ever run for any kind of office?" 

Oh, no, 

"On the school board , , ,?" 

No, nothing like that, 
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"What kind of organizations have you belonged to?" 

I belonged to the CIO, THE AFL, 

"What about social organizations?" 

I belonged to the Finlandia club , , , , 

When you first married your wife, what kind of house were 

YOU ABLE TO HAVE?" 

We were renting, I WAS up in THE LUMBER camp , , , WE WERE 
renting a cabin, 

Did SHE STAY AT THE CABIN WHILE YOU WENT TO WORK?" 

Yeah. 

"There was no outside work for her?" 

No, she didn't work, 

Would you tell us about some of your activities in that 

CABIN, WHAT DID YOU DO FOR RECREATION?" 

Well, we had the radio, neighbors also , , , and that's about all, 
"Were you far away from stores and doctors?" 

No, not very far, About 3 miles, I guess, 

"How did you go from the cabin to the store and so forth?" 
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We had an auto, 

"What kind of car did you have?" 

My first one was a DeSoto, 

"That must have been an early Desoto, 

Yeah, that's right, I guess, a 1935, I mean, a 1929, that's 

WHAT IT WAS, I GET MIXED UP ON DATES, 

"Did you have a family?" 

No, we didn't have any children, 

"Your wife lived until 1975, You are living here in the 
Sacramento area?" 

Yeah, I've been here 35 years, 

"Did you stay with the work in , , , , 

No, I came down every winter for several winters. About three 

OR FOUR WINTERS, WENT DOWN TO PlSMO BEACH, It's BETWEEN LOS 

Angeles and San Francisco, kind of a summer resort town, 

"What did you do there?" 

Nothin, I was on unemployment from the state, 

"Well, then you were living a resort life," 
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"NOW, YOUR WIFE WAS FINNISH ALSO, DlD SHE COOK FINNISH FOODS? 
Did she hold to the old way?" 

No, NOTHING LIKE THAT. SHE COOKED MORE AMERICAN FOOD, 

"Were there certain dishes that she cooked?" 

She went to cooking school when she was a young girl, was a 
PRETTY GOOD COOK, 

"What was your favorite?" 

Roast beef, I guess, 

"What about any Finnish foods did you really enjoy?" 

I don't know if they got any good food, I don't LIKE that 
stew too much, 

"Did you have any peddlers coming by your cabin and if so, 
would you tell us about them?" 

They used to sell watches and suits of clothes and things like 
that, Even Finns came, They used to make the rounds of all 
the mining camps, logging camps years ago, 

"Would you tell us a name?" 

I can't remember a name any more, 

Did they work or drive?" 

They had a car. Yeah, that's right, 
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"HOW DID THEY SLEEP ON THE ROAD?" 


That's something I don't know, Maybe they slept in the car. 

"I was wondering if you invited them in?" 

No, 

"How come you came to California?" 

The climate, I guess, had a lot to do with it, If you have 

EVER BEEN TO MINNESOTA IN THE WINTERTIME, YOU WOULD SURE WISH 

you were in California. 

"What year was that, that you came from Minnesota?" 

Well, I came here several times but 1926, I guess, the last time. 
"How did you come out to California?" 

Well, I don't know, freight train, I guess. 

"You came with a freight train?" 

Well, I shipped out first to work on the railroad. When the 
ticket ran out, I hopped on a freight. 

"This was not unusual in that time?" 

No, no, There were hundreds of people, That was the main 
sport for young people, going from coast to coast, 
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"Would you mind telling us more about such a trip, That's 

SOMETHING TODAY THAT YOUNG PEOPLE DON'T KNOW ANYTHING ABOUT, 

What would attract them to be young and to go across the 

COUNTRY?" 

An adventure, you know, see new scenery. Save money so you 

HAVE MONEY TO BUY SOME DRINKS, 

"Was it dangerous?" 

No, it wasn't. Of course, they have those railroad police, so 

YOU HAD to WATCH FOR THEM, TELL THE OTHERS WHICH PLACES TO BE 
CAREFUL, 

"Did you ever go to any of the hobo camps?" 

Oh, yes, 

"Could you tell us about them?" 

Well, there was nothin to it, Finding a place where they were 
cooking something from the stores, or whatever they have , . , 

"Where were these hobo camps located?" 

You know, you got these railroad yards, It was down there near 
the yards, on the far end, So nobody bothers you, you know, 

What was the first car you owned?" 

The Desoto, you know, in Reno, 
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"HOW DID YOU LEARN TO DRIVE?" 

To TELL THE TRUTH, I DIDN'T DRIVE, THE WIFE WAS DOING THE 
DRIVING,- 

"HOW DID SHE LEARN TO DRIVE?" 

She HAD A CAR BEFORE, 

"Did you ever learn to drive a car?" 

No, I didn't, 

"I WAS WONDERING, WOULD YOU TELL US ABOUT ANY MUSIC, INSTRUMENTS 
OR SINGING IN YOUR HOME IN FINLAND?" 

I DON'T KNOW IF THERE WAS ANY SINGING OR MUSIC, My MOTHER WAS 
VERY RELIGIOUS, SHE WENT TO CHURCH EVERY SUNDAY, SlHE WAS 
SINGING WHILE SHE WAS COOKING, 

"Did you ever learn any songs?" 

No, I NEVER DID, 

"You COULDN'T SING ONE FOR US?" 

No, I can't, I don't HAVE THE VOICE, 

"Do YOU REMEMBER SOME SAYINGS IN FINNISH? We WOULD LIKE TO HEAR 
HOW YOU SPEAK FINNISH, COULD YOU SAY SOMETHING FOR US, EITHER 
A POEM OR JUST SPEAK SOMETHING?" 


I DON'T KNOW WHAT TO SAY. 



"Why don't you tell us about your first day at school? 

Do YOU remember then?" 

Yeah, it was 1908, It was a long time ago, 

"Just say it in Finnish," 

Carl speaks in Finnish.. 

"Could you tell us what it was in English?" 

I WENT TO SCHOOL WHEN I WAS EIGHT YEARS OLD, TlHAT WAS IN 

1908, 

"How MANY YEARS OF SCHOOLING DID YOU HAVE?" 

It WAS FOUR YEARS, That's WHAT MOST OF THE FINNS DID, I GOT A 
DIPLOMA FROM A GRAMMAR SCHOOL, 

"Were you involved in any of the political activities before 
World War I?" 

(MULTIPLE VOICES , ..) 

I was only a kid, 

"NOW, YOU SPOKE EARLIER OF YOUR SISTER DYING DURING THAT WAR? 

Was it a sad thing for you to talk about?" 

Yeah, 

"All right, Then, we won't talk about it, 
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I don't care TO MENTIONi 

"Have you ever served in the military?" 

Ho, I never did, I missed all the wars, 

"You WERE ONE OF THE LUCKY ONES," 

That's right, I consider myself lucky, 

"We DO certainly thank you for talking to us today, Mr, Elving, 
Thank you very much," 

You're welcome, 
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